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FOREWORD

Although Arab military forces had somewhat dis-
appeared from the political landscape since the 1970s, 
the events of the “Arab Spring” in 2011 have brought 
them back to the forefront of political change, for bet-
ter or for worse. Not only were all the challenged re-
gimes of military background, i.e., in Tunisia, Egypt, 
Libya, Syria, and Yemen, but the armed forces played 
a decisive role in the fall or maintenance of the regimes 
in question.

The future of these forces is therefore crucial in a 
continuing time of often turbulent change in the Arab 
world. Outsiders, such as the United States, are chal-
lenged to go beyond classical security sector assistance 
and instead rethink the security sector in these states 
in a more holistic and comprehensive manner.

As Dr. Florence Gaub shows in this compelling 
monograph, seven areas are of particular concern 
when addressing the reform of Arab military forces 
and their domestic counterparts. Ranging from over-
politicization to financial constraints, the task to reform 
might be huge but is not unmanageable. Although the 
ongoing security challenges may invite postponement 
of reform until a more suitable moment, the time to 
reform is now more than ever.

As the Arab world navigates this difficult time of 
transition, the capacity of its external and internal se-
curity sectors to reform themselves will be crucial in 
the outcome of this challenging journey.

   

   DOUGLAS C. LOVELACE, JR.
   Director
   Strategic Studies Institute and
        U.S. Army War College Press
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SUMMARY

The Arab Spring had a military dimension in both 
its targets—regimes with a military background—and 
its outcomes. Where the armed forces in their entirety 
or partially sided with the protesters regime change 
succeeded; where they did not, it failed.

The somewhat renewed political role of Arab forc-
es has therefore underlined not only their importance, 
but also the necessity for reform. This monograph fo-
cuses on the structural aspects of reform that would 
benefit the Arab Spring forces; it identifies seven fea-
tures which need to be addressed when attempting 
Arab military reform in the countries affected by large-
scale unrest in 2011. These are: an unclear mandate, 
over-politicization, lack of civilian oversight, a chal-
lenging ongoing security situation, limited resources, 
pockets of paramilitary activity, and, in parts, lack of 
an institutional perception of the need to reform. It 
looks at the reasons for these features and formulates 
possible solutions.

Generally speaking, Arab military forces operate 
in a very difficult environment on several accounts: 
usually part of state systems which emerged only in 
the 20th century, they are tied to weak states in terms 
of sovereignty but also in terms of legitimacy; they are 
also challenged geographically and militarily; and of-
ten suffer from lack of funding either due to economic 
constraints or deliberate shortage by the regime which 
seeks to keep the military weak. Institutionally, Arab 
armed forces need not only internal reform but would 
also benefit greatly from greater regional integration, 
stabilization, and the resolution of ongoing conflicts. 
Arab military forces need political neutralization in a 
benign (rather than malign) manner, such as fully pro-



fessional and meritocratic recruitment and promotion 
criteria, educational curricula emphasizing the subor-
dination of the armed forces to civilian control, clear 
separation of internal and external security tasks, and 
a spelled out national security strategy streamlining 
the military’s efforts.

It is important to involve the security sector agents 
themselves in the process to overcome institutional 
opposition; appealing to professional ethics and iden-
tity is equally bound to be more successful than pa-
tronizing civilian attitudes. Ultimately, security sector 
reform against the wishes of the sector in question will 
always result in mitigated success, if not to say failure.

For better or for worse, Arab security sectors re-
main one of the pillars of Arab states. Without secu-
rity, no economic development is possible in either 
Libya or Egypt—and economic conditions led to the 
2011 events in the first place. Western governments so 
far have refrained from extensive security sector re-
form in the Arab world, preferring security sector as-
sistance or occasional training. What 2011 has shown, 
however, is that reforms are not only beneficial, but at 
this stage mandatory. Since civilian actors are them-
selves challenged by ongoing transitions, the main 
agents in this reform will have to be the institutions 
themselves. Understanding their concerns and needs 
will certainly foster their cooperation—and in any 
case such understanding is crucial to delivering the ef-
ficient and legally bound security sector that citizens 
and institutions alike are striving for.

x
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AFTER THE SPRING:
REFORMING ARAB ARMIES

The Arab Spring was widely hailed as a popular 
uprising against authoritarian dictatorships; but it also 
had a military dimension in both the protests’ targets 
and the role of the armed forces in facilitating, or ob-
structing, regime change. All the challenged regimes 
had a military background—Tunisia’s President Zine 
El Abidine Ben Ali, a former air force officer, seized 
power in 1987 with the help of two fellow graduates 
from the French military academy Saint-Cyr; Yemen’s 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh was an army officer 
turned military governor who became president, chief 
of staff and commander in chief in 1978; Egypt’s Presi-
dent Hosni Mubarak, previously commander of the 
nation’s air force and a trained fighter pilot, took over 
from President Anwar Sadat (himself an army officer) 
following his assassination in 1981; Libya’s Colonel 
Muammar Gaddafi came to power in a 1969 military 
coup; and Syria’s President Bashar al-Assad’s father 
Hafez, from whom he inherited the rule, had risen to 
power from the air force’s ranks.

Because the regimes had come to power and con-
solidated themselves by military means, the armed 
forces were seen as part and parcel of the systems, 
loyal to the rulers, and integral parts of a system of 
repression. In two of the countries, Egypt and Tunisia, 
the military forces joined the demonstrators; in two, 
Libya and Yemen, they disintegrated in the face of 
popular protest; and in only one, Syria, did the mili-
tary forces stand (and continue to stand) firmly with 
the regime.

It has been explained elsewhere how these actions 
depended in large part on the internal state of the 
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armed forces and their reduced, or adequate, military 
capabilities1; this monograph, however, seeks to assess 
the challenges these forces are facing when it comes to 
reform in the near- and mid-term future. It focuses on 
the five countries of the Arab Spring (Tunisia, Egypt, 
Libya, Yemen, and, to some extent, Syria), but lessons 
drawn here are applicable to other Arab states as well, 
and it prioritizes the armed forces over the police, al-
though similar features are present there as well.

Although security sector assistance has been 
granted to these states by several outside actors rang-
ing from the United States to Europe and international 
organizations in the last decades, security sector re-
form (SSR) is more comprehensive and holistic. The 
Arab security sectors affected by the Arab Spring 
are also the ones that require SSR the most; not only 
because they are in a particularly challenging situa-
tion of transition, but also because their condition has  
contributed to the Arab Spring. 

What Is Security Sector Reform?

Born in 1998, SSR is a concept which introduces 
two criteria to assess the effectiveness and efficiency 
of a given sector. These are the professional delivery 
of security to individual citizens and civilian control 
or accountability. Although often seen primarily as 
the attempt to install human rights protection into 
the sector in question, SSR is also about profession-
alization of the armed forces in order to improve the  
delivery of security to the people.

In an ideal world, the security sector has laws and 
doctrines explaining its task, its mandate, and its pur-
pose; a sector which knows what to do how to do it 
and why—in other words, is professional. It is con-
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trolled by certain elements of the state and society, and 
is subject to codified law. In a triangle of state, people, 
and security sector, the former, accountable to its peo-
ple, controls the latter so that it delivers security to its 
people. In the Arab world, this is often upside down: 
Nobody is accountable to the people, and therefore 
the state controls the country, often violently. At the 
same time, the state generally does not trust the armed 
forces and therefore makes sure that they underper-
form in order to not become a political threat. In other 
words, the system is upside down; changing it means 
changing the whole system; the people, rather than 
being the object of security, have to become its subject.

This monograph focuses on the structural aspects 
of reform the Arab Spring forces would benefit from; 
it identifies seven features which need to be addressed 
when attempting Arab military reform in the coun-
tries affected by large-scale unrest in 2011: 1) an un-
clear mandate, 2) over-politicization, 3) lack of civilian 
oversight, 4) a challenging ongoing security situation, 
5) limited resources, 6) pockets of paramilitary activ-
ity, and, in parts, 7) the lack of an institutional percep-
tion of the need to reform. Arab military forces gener-
ally operate in a very difficult environment on several 
accounts: usually part of state systems which emerged 
only in the 20th century, they are tied to weak states 
in terms of sovereignty but also in terms of legitimacy; 
they are also challenged geographically and militarily; 
and often suffer from lack of funding either due to eco-
nomic constraints or deliberate shortage of resources 
by the regime which seeks to keep the military weak. 
Institutionally, Arab armed forces need not only inter-
nal reform but would also benefit greatly from greater 
regional integration, stabilization, and the resolution 
of ongoing conflicts.



4

An Unclear Mandate.

The security concerns perceived by a given state, 
and proposed attempts to counter them, are laid out in 
many states in a national security strategy, also called 
a white paper on defense or security. It is generally 
developed by the executive branch of government pe-
riodically to streamline decisions pertaining to train-
ing, weapons procurements, recruitment, and the de-
velopment of strategies of different security branches. 
Although not a sine qua non for national defense, such 
a document proves useful when several different 
agencies have to cooperate in a very complex field.

Surprisingly, the majority of Arab states—exam-
ples include Tunisia, Egypt, Algeria, and Yemen—do 
not have such a nationally defined security strategy. 
More recently, Lebanon, Iraq, and Libya developed 
one only after major internal conflict. In several states, 
strategy is confused with doctrine which defines a 
standard set of maneuvers, kinds of troops, and weap-
ons which are employed as a default approach to some 
anticipated kind of attack. Strategy, as opposed to 
doctrine, defines an overarching plan to achieve one 
or more goals under conditions of uncertainty.

There are a number of reasons for the lack of such 
a basic yet crucial document: The pronounced opacity 
of the defense sector in these states has made national 
or even institutional informed debates on strategy and 
security almost impossible; national defense is con-
sidered the prerogative of the head of state only, with 
the possible advice of the military’s highest echelons, 
making a national document unnecessary (or seen 
as unnecessary); finally, the defense posture of most 
Arab states has focused over decades only on Israel 



5

in spite of strategic evolutions and the fact that the 
man-power intensive wars of 1948, 1967, and 1973 did 
not achieve the desired result. Although ossified, this 
stance suited the political narrative and prevented an 
evolutionary debate on defense and security.

The absence of such a document has not only sev-
eral reasons, it also has crucial consequences: ineffi-
cient spending of an already limited defense budget, 
inadequate training and leadership conceptualization, 
doctrines detached from strategic goals, and incoher-
ent prioritization of resources and personnel, to name 
just a few. Where a national strategy is nonexistent, it 
is logically also not reviewed regularly, and, as a con-
sequence, a generalized process of renewal does not 
take place—or if it does, it does not do so as a result 
of strategic considerations, but of logistical or political 
ones. The Egyptian switch from Soviet to American 
doctrine in the late-1970s, for instance, was not trig-
gered by a renewal in strategic thinking (although the 
return of the Sinai to Egyptian control was indeed the 
result of Sadat’s improved strategic assessment).2 This 
is not to say that the mentioned states do not have 
a strategy—but they do not have a basic document 
available to all, the result of an institutional debate 
serving as a guiding star in all decisions pertaining to 
national security and defense.

This blurring of purpose is found not only in mat-
ters of national defense; it exists at the security level at 
large. More often than not, Arab military forces take 
on internal security tasks. This is the result of a hori-
zontal rather than vertical division of labor between 
external and internal security forces; a hierarchy in 
which the armed forces usually rank above the other 
security agencies. Unclear responsibilities, preferen-
tial political treatment, uneven resources and lack of 
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distinction between security agencies lead to idiosyn-
cratic and convoluted security structures. Reflected 
in the resemblance of police and military uniforms, 
the armed forces often take on internal security tasks 
ranging from securing of elections to riot control.

This vague purpose of existence, mission, and tasks 
across different agencies has a negative effect not only 
on the armed forces, but on all actors in the security 
sector; a starting point for reform therefore would be 
the establishment of key documents such as a national 
security strategy as well as mission statements for the 
security agencies in charge of its execution, including 
the military.

Over-Politicization.

Arab armed forces have more often than not played 
a political role since independence; coups d’etat—here 
defined as a forceful seizure of executive authority 
and office by a dissident/opposition faction with the 
support/impetus of military officers, (excluding revo-
lutions, victories by oppositional forces in civil wars, 
popular uprisings, and palace coups) are a frequent 
feature in the Arab world.

Since the first coup occurred in 1936 in newly sov-
ereign Iraq, almost 60 military attempts at political 
interference have taken place, half of them successful. 
Syria and Iraq were particularly prone to them (17 at-
tempts in the first case, 11 in the second), contrary to 
the commonly held belief that coups are less frequent 
in plural societies since officers would struggle to 
build cross-communitarian alliances.3 Although it is 
true that the phenomenon has died down somewhat 
since the 1980s—most coups have taken place in the 
three decades following World War II—it is still not 
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extinct: Successful coups in Sudan in 1989, Algeria in 
1992, Mauritania in 2008, and in Egypt in 2013 (not to 
mention four failed attempts in Iraq, Sudan, and Mau-
ritania between 1990 and 2008) remind us that Arab 
armed forces still do play a political role. 

Coup frequency, however, is not a reliable indi-
cator for military involvement in politics; absence of 
military coup attempts, such as in Syria since 1982, 
might simply indicate that the regime has managed 
to consolidate itself by co-opting the armed forces 
into its system. It is worth noting that military coups 
occur more often in republican systems—this is less 
so because monarchies do not attract military med-
dling, but rather because coups take place more often 
in states in which they have already occurred. Simply 
put, military coups attract more military coups. Mon-
archies such as Jordan, Morocco, Libya (until 1969), 
and Iraq (until 1958) have indeed experienced such 
attempts, also; but whereas the first two managed to 
contain the threat, the latter two did not. In contrast to 
this, the Gulf States, by and large, have not seen any 
military interference with their politics.

Events since 2011 have indeed shown that the Arab 
armed forces are still very much involved in their na-
tional politics; the Yemeni as well as Tunisian military 
facilitated regime-change by siding with the protest-
ers; Egypt’s armed forces helped oust first an autocrat 
and then an elected president; and the Syrian armed 
forces are fighting a domestic war against their own 
people on behalf of the regime. In Lebanon, a former 
officer is leaving the presidential palace only to be re-
placed by another; and rumors of Tunisia’s previous 
Chief of Staff running for president in late-2014 are 
already ripe.
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There are several reasons for Arab military in-
volvement in their country’s politics; for a start, armed 
forces have coercive advantages they can use for po-
litical means, but in many Arab states they are also 
un-checked by the civilian regime. Weak states and 
governments, largely the outcome of unconsolidated 
sovereignty and lack of resources, are easy targets 
for armed forces eager to get involved in politics.4 It 
is therefore a combination of push- and pull-factors 
which lead to political involvement by the military.

The involvement of the armed forces in politics 
is a concern when it comes to SSR. It not only nega-
tively affects the establishment and consolidation of 
democratic systems, but it equally has a detrimental 
effect on the armed forces’ capacity. It distracts from 
the military’s main purpose—defense of the nation—
and thereby impedes cohesion, command and control 
structures, and leadership, and invites corruption into 
the military. The 1967 defeat of Egypt against Israel is 
an example of how the close intertwinement of mili-
tary and politics will have a negative effect on stra-
tegic assessment, command, control, and leadership.5

Where the military is seen as a potential threat 
to the regime, the latter might even take purpose-
ful measures to deliberately reduce the institution’s 
coup capacity. A side effect of such “coup-proofing” 
measures is an immediate reduction in military pro-
fessionalism and capability. A salient example is the 
Libyan military, which Colonel Qaddafi coup-proofed 
to the extent that it was of almost no use at all during 
the 2011 war.6

Removing the armed forces from politics is there-
fore in the professional interest of any military organi-
zation, but it is notoriously long to achieve—according 
to a World Bank study, it took the fastest 20 countries 
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17 years for achievement.7 Successful measures to 
neutralize the military politically include fully profes-
sional and meritocratic recruitment and promotion 
criteria, educational curricula emphasizing the subor-
dination of the armed forces to civilian control, clear 
separation of internal and external security tasks, and 
a spelled out national security strategy streamlining 
the military’s efforts. Logically, these efforts never 
involve just the armed forces themselves, but are em-
bedded in a broader political and social context.

Lack of Civilian Oversight.

Civilian oversight over the security sector in Arab 
countries is either nonexistent or mostly malign, rather 
than benign. More often than not, it consists of delib-
erate techniques aiming at weakening those aspects of 
the armed forces which could be used in a coup rather 
than ensuring its maximum professional capacity with 
a minimum of a political threat. Civilian oversight, as 
it is at its most effective, includes parliamentary over-
sight, transparent resource allocation, management of 
the defense sector, and clear legal as well as institu-
tional frameworks. Most of these aspects are missing 
in the Arab world.

To begin with, some Arab parliaments (Morocco, 
Jordan, Oman, and Qatar) do not have a defense com-
mittee at all; in Tunisia, national defense was handled 
in parliament by the foreign affairs committee, but 
its powers were severely curtailed. It had no con-
trolling rights over national defense industries and 
no say in the sending of troops abroad. Its function, 
rather than exerting civilian oversight over the armed  
forces, consisted in advising presidential national  
defense policies.
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But even where a dedicated armed forces commit-
tee exists, its effective controlling mechanism is usu-
ally limited. This reflects of course these parliaments’ 
limited role altogether, not just in matters pertaining 
to defense matters. 

Things are slightly more intricate in Egypt, 
which has undergone several changes since the fall 
of Mubarak—none of which challenged the rather 
opaque control mechanisms over the armed forces.

In the 2012 constitution, defense was the matter 
of a subcommittee of the Committee on the System of 
Government. The 2014 constitution does not spell out 
the parliamentary committees, but it defines oversight 
of the executive as one of its tasks (which the 2012 con-
stitution had not specified). Elsewhere, the military 
seems to control the civilians rather than the other 
way around: The Defense Minister, by law a military 
officer, needs to be approved by the Supreme Coun-
cil of the Armed Forces, and civilians can be tried in 
military courts.8 While parliament technically has full 
access and control over the state’s budget, this does 
not apply to the defense budget which is overseen by 
a new body, the National Defense Council. Chaired 
by the President, it includes the Prime Minister, the 
Speaker of the House of Representatives, the Minis-
ters of Defense, Foreign Affairs, Finance and Interior, 
the Chief of the General Intelligence Service, the Chief 
of Staff of the Armed Forces, the Commanders of the 
Navy, the Air Forces and Air Defense, the Chief of Op-
erations of the Armed Forces, and the Head of Mili-
tary Intelligence. Effectively, only six of its 14 mem-
bers are civilians. According to the 2014 constitution, 
the council is “competent to discuss the budget of the 
Armed Forces, which shall be included in the State 
budget under one budget line.”9 This means that par-
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liament will only see the total combined budget of the 
armed forces rather than a detailed breakdown, while 
control or even approval of the budget is not foreseen. 
On a more positive note, the President requires a two-
thirds majority of the House of Representatives to de-
clare war and send troops abroad. 

Structures as the Egyptian one are rather common 
in Arab states; then again, the rather far-reaching mea-
sures of military self-protection against civilian inter-
ference do have a justified reason. Where institutions 
are weak and nepotism is frequent, decisionmaking 
structures pertaining to personnel, strategy develop-
ment and even arms procurement are very vulnerable 
to political interference. This is particularly the case 
in highly hierarchical systems such as in the smaller 
Gulf States, where decisionmaking is highly person-
alized. Relevant bureaucracies, in particular defense 
ministries, therefore, need to be reformed along 
with the armed forces and be decoupled from the  
political level.

Finally, parliamentarians who have been elected 
in a fully democratic fashion frequently lack the ex-
perience and knowledge of how to fulfil their man-
date of oversight, and rarely have the adequate staff 
which could make up for this want. A case in point 
are the Libyan members of the General National Con-
gress (GNC), who lacked clarity on the identity of the 
commander-in-chief, the role of the defense minister 
especially in relation to  an overly active chief of staff, 
their own oversight role, and their available tools.10 
Inconsistencies in the institutional and legal context 
have seriously hampered Libya’s reconstruction and 
has led to a high fluctuation in personnel: Chief of 
Staff Youssef al-Mangoush was removed by a vote of 
the GNC defense committee rather than the GNC as a 
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whole, his differences with interim defense minister 
Osama al-Juwaili obstructed the drafting of Libya’s 
White Paper; al-Juwaili’s successor, Mohammed al-
Barghati, had to resign at the same time as al-Man-
goush, making way for Libya’s third defense minis-
ter in 2 years, former military officer (and now prime 
minister) Abdullah Al-Thini.11 Training is necessary to 
clarify the role of parliaments and of the different se-
curity agents, the available tools to exert control, and 
the existing legal frameworks.

More often than not, armed forces argue that the 
urgency of conflict and the necessity of secrecy in a 
time of war require limiting civilian interference 
with their affairs. Although it is true that the rather 
unique mission of the armed forces requires unique 
working conditions, this is not a valid argument in 
that it removes the armed forces effectively from any  
civilian control.

The Challenging Ongoing Security Situation.

A large majority of Arab countries are facing sig-
nificant ongoing security challenges impeding reform 
efforts. These range from domestic turmoil to coun-
terinsurgency, terrorism, civil war in Syria, and post-
conflict insecurity features.

Egypt and Tunisia, for instance, have faced large-
scale internal chaos since 2011, including mass dem-
onstrations, riots, and arson. Egyptian security agents, 
largely untrained in crowd control and unequipped, 
have brutally repressed the masses. In the first wave 
of demonstrations in early-2011, at least 840 people 
were killed and 6,467 others were injured.12 Almost 
12,000 civilians were arrested and tried in military 
courts.13 Throughout 2011 and 2012, protesters repeat-
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edly clashed with security forces, resulting in several 
dead and injured. Between the coup in the summer 
of 2013 and the spring of 2014, more than 2,500 Egyp-
tians have been killed, more than 17,000 wounded, 
and more than 16,000 arrested in demonstrations and 
clashes.14 Undertaking reforms in such a context is ar-
guably difficult, as the Egyptian Minister of Interior   
General Mohammed Ibrahim, put it: 

I have 186 dead officers and more than 800 injured so 
far, petty officers preventing security chiefs from en-
tering offices, a presidential palace being torched on 
a weekly basis by a 100 or so kids, and Egypt’s larg-
est government complex was blocked for 4 days, so: 
when will I have time to reform? When these political 
polemics end.15

As security forces are overstretched, crime rates 
have gone up, too: Homicide rates have tripled since 
the 2011 uprising, kidnappings and car thefts have 
quadrupled, and armed robberies have increased 12-
fold.16 Under these circumstances, Egyptian police 
have gone on strike, protesting against their working 
conditions and the politicization of their work.17

In addition to this, terrorism is on the rise given the 
collapse of security agents in several Arab countries; 
terrorist attacks in Egypt, previously largely confined 
to the Sinai, have expanded throughout the country, 
claiming the lives of 281 Egyptians between July 2013 
and January 2014, a 10-fold increase from the 28 vic-
tims during President Mohamed Morsi’s year in office 
(July 2012-June 2013). Similarly, terrorism is on the 
rise in Tunisia, Libya, and Algeria; the terrorist attack 
on the Algerian gas facility in Amenas in early-2013 
by an al-Qaeda affiliated group resulted in the death 
of 39 foreign hostages.
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Libya in particular is facing severe post-conflict se-
curity challenges. It currently has over 150,000 militia-
men on its streets, is awash with weapons and ammu-
nition, and there is virtually no civilian oversight over 
the security sector. Police and armed forces largely 
melted away during the 2011 conflict and now need 
to be reconstructed amidst a very insecure and vola-
tile environment.18 While Libya turns into an almost 
lawless zone, its executive and legislative branches 
struggle with basic features of security sector recon-
struction: 3 years after Qaddafi’s demise, there is still 
no white paper on defense, no legal clarity on the 
post of commander-in-chief, and no agreed timeline 
for reforming security and integrating the militias, 
which now largely run the country. Frequent changes 
of ministers of interior and defense, as well as chiefs 
of staff, and an ongoing political vetting process have 
depleted the security sector of experienced person-
nel capable of implementing the necessary measures. 
In the absence of these, Libya has been unable to ab-
sorb the many assistance offers which were made by 
the United States as well as the European Union, its 
member states and the North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
zation. In contrast to Egypt or Tunisia, Libya’s secu-
rity institutions are not overstretched, they are simply 
not able to perform at all, given their lack of training 
and personnel. At the time of this writing, Libya had 
about 5,000 officers of colonel rank and just graduated 
its first batch of junior officers—there are virtually no 
middle rank officers and only a handful of junior ones.

The situation is complicated further by the fact that 
security institutions are now under attack by terrorists 
and angered civilians alike. In Libya, a targeted assas-
sination campaign of security officials in the country’s 
East has claimed at least 90 lives so far.19 Vengeance 



15

attacks are also on the rise in Egypt, where a police 
headquarter was bombed in early 2014, and officers 
and soldiers have fallen victim to targeted assassi-
nations.20 In March 2014, Egyptian judges sentenced 
529 people to death for attacking a police station, 
dragging out its chief officer and bludgeoning him to 
death.21 Absenteeism, already significant before the 
uprisings, has grown sharply in Libya, with estimates 
ranging from 20 to 40 percent after officers were being  
harassed on the street by civilians.22

SSR, or reconstruction, is severely restricted by 
such conditions which limit time, resources, and per-
sonnel; where SSR has taken place successfully—most 
notably in Eastern Europe and the Balkans, security 
conditions were either stable enough, or security pro-
visions were ensured by an external force. Neither 
is the case in those Arab countries facing the most  
pressing need for SSR.

Limited Resources.

At first sight, the Middle East and North Africa is a 
region dense in military spenders. Six of the global top 
10 military spenders are located in the region: Oman 
(8.61 percent), Saudi Arabia (8 percent), Israel (5.7 per-
cent), Jordan (4.6 percent), Algeria (4.5 percent), and 
Lebanon (4.1 percent) spend the equivalent or more 
than Russia and the United States (both 4.4. percent) 
in terms of gross domestic product (GDP) percentage, 
where the global average is 2.52 percent. In all cases, 
these states spend more on defense than on education 
and health.

But when taking into account the total amount 
of money spent on defense and security, a different 
picture presents itself. By and large, Arab security 
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sectors operate in a highly resource restrained en-
vironment. In 2012, Tunisia spent U.S.$709 million, 
Yemen U.S.$1,439 million, Jordan U.S.$1,448 million, 
Lebanon U.S.$1,735 million, and Libya U.S.$2,987 mil-
lion. Even Algeria, the top North African spender, 
with U.S.$9,325 million spent only a fraction of what 
Germany (U.S.$45,785 million), the United Kingdom 
(U.S.$60,840 million) or the United States (U.S.$682,478 
million) spent. Egypt’s military budget (U.S.$4,376 
million) is a bit more difficult to assess given the large-
scale economic activity the armed forces are engaged 
in and are not forced to disclose.23 

Numbers are lower when it comes to internal secu-
rity, although the events of 2011 have triggered higher 
spending in this domain. In Tunisia, the interior min-
istry’s budget has increased to U.S.$86 million for 
2014, to U.S.$3.3 billion in Egypt, and to U.S.$7.2 bil-
lion in Algeria.24 Most of these added funds will go to 
personnel costs, either new positions (8,700 created in 
Tunisia) or salary increases and rewards for existing 
staff. This reflects spending on internal and external 
security more generally which is personnel-intensive 
rather than focused on weaponry or police equipment 
(with the notable exception of the Gulf States, which 
keep investing in modern technology).

But this spending is clouding a difficult financial 
reality. In Tunisia, the average police officer earns the 
equivalent of U.S.$250—in comparison, a local bus 
driver or a lower-level bank employee earns more. In 
Egypt, lower-ranking police officers are paid some 800 
Egyptian pounds—around U.S.$115—per month.25 In 
addition, internal security forces are over-burdened, 
often working a minimum of 12-hour shifts in areas 
as diverse as riot control, criminal investigation, traf-
fic control, or monitoring of political opponents. Most 
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judicial police are so underequipped that trials are 
based on witness accounts and confessions more than 
on evidence such as fingerprint analysis or DNA test-
ing—or, in some cases as in Egypt there is no judicial 
police force at all. Those units conducting criminal 
investigation are limited not only in their executive 
powers but also in their resources.

The reason for this is that, with the exception of the 
Gulf States, most Arab states struggle financially. In 
North Africa and the Levant, economic performance 
has improved over the last decades, but it is still low: 
Egypt’s per capita GDP is at U.S.$3,112 (in compari-
son, the American GDP per capita is at U.S.$49,922). 
High poverty rates, corruption, and low foreign direct 
investment result in underperforming institutions at 
all levels, including those in the security sector. What 
is worse, dysfunctional institutions and lack of secu-
rity impede economic development significantly. Ac-
cording to the World Economic Forum, Egypt ranks 
117 out of 148 when it comes to basic institutional 
requirements for competitiveness such as judicial in-
dependence, security, and the rule of law. It fared par-
ticularly badly with regards to the business costs of ter-
rorism (148 out of 148), of crime and violence (143 out 
of 148), organized crime (138 out of 148), and reliabil-
ity of police services (132 out of 148). Tunisia ranked 
somewhat higher, with 73 out of 148 when it comes to 
institutions, but like Egypt scored particularly badly 
on terrorism, organized crime, violence, and police re-
liability. Similar statistics exist for Algeria, Lebanon, 
Yemen, and Libya. Lebanon in particular has seen a 
direct impact of deteriorating security on its economy; 
its growth has been depressed to 0.9 percent in 2013, 
while the cumulative loss of GDP since the beginning 
of the crisis in 2011 stands now at U.S.$9.7 billion.26 Of 
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the non-Gulf Arab states, Jordan fared the best, rank-
ing 28th out of 148 when it came to the reliability of 
its police forces, and 13th as well as 16th, respectively, 
with regard to organized crime and violence.

Simply put, Arab security sectors underperform 
in part due to harsh economic conditions, which in 
turn exist in part because the security sector under-
performs. As a result, conditions for impending eco-
nomic change are not ripe: Egypt, Algeria, Yemen, 
and Libya rank behind states such as Ghana or Jamai-
ca in terms of competitiveness.27 None of this applies 
to the Gulf states, which have managed to utilize their 
petroleum rents to further institution building; all of 
them fared well in categories such as police reliability, 
organized crime, and business costs of terrorism, with 
Qatar ranking amid the top three in every category  
related to institutions.

The case of Jordan, which ranks above European 
states such as France, Italy, or Portugal in terms of 
police reliability, proves, however, that resource con-
straints do not necessarily constitute an insurmount-
able obstacle to the establishment of security condi-
tions conducive to economic development. Its GDP is at 
U.S.$4,879, which ranks below Lebanon (U.S.$10,311), 
Libya (U.S.$12,778) or Algeria (U.S.$5,694), and only 
slightly above Egypt and Tunisia—all states which 
score considerably worse than Jordan on security and 
institutional criteria.28 This is not to say that Jordanian 
police are accountable, transparent, and respectful of 
human rights—in fact, they have been criticized for 
quite the opposite29—but they do support conditions 
for economic development. SSR therefore does not 
need to be obstructed solely by financial limits—but 
more often than not, includes side effects of low eco-
nomic development; fuel shortages and other prob-
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lems such as corruption, terrorism, and organized 
crime impede reform.

Pockets of Paramilitary Activity.

A significant number of Arab states have trouble 
asserting a monopoly of violence over their territory, 
which affects SSR considerably. Pockets of paramili-
tary activity hollow out not only existing provisions 
for civilian control and rule of law—since they oper-
ate outside the state system—they also disrupt other 
efforts related to SSR. Nonstate violence affects eco-
nomic development even more than state-induced 
violence because it is less predictable; it weakens the 
state not only in its credibility, but is also a symptom 
of state weakness in the first place.

The most structured cases of paramilitary activity 
are Libya and Iraq; in Libya, up to 250,000 men are 
organized in militias which have emerged from the 
civil war in 2011. Worse, they have continued to pro-
liferate once the conflict ended in the absence of state 
institutions. Over 300 of these groups, mostly clus-
tered along regional lines, control security in areas as 
diverse as oil platforms and civilian neighborhoods. 
Attempts to disarm and demobilize them have been 
largely hampered by political indecisiveness and a 
culture of impunity institutionalized following the fall 
of Qaddafi’s regime. The militia fighters received one 
payment ($3,140 for married and $1,884 for unmarried 
fighters) without having to provide substantial proof 
for their contribution or to return weapons. In May 
2012, Law 38 granted them immunity for “military, 
security, or civilian acts undertaken with the aim of 
ensuring the revolution’s success and its goal,”30 in-
cluding murder and forced displacement, seizure, de-
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tention, and interrogation of detainees outside a legal 
framework. The longer these militias existed outside 
any system of control or oversight, the more empow-
ered they became. In the spring of 2013, they laid siege 
to the transitional parliament to coerce its members 
into voting for a somewhat controversial law ban-
ning anyone remotely linked to the Qaddafi regime 
from holding office. At the same time, Libya’s oil out-
put has decreased from 1.4 million barrels per day in 
early-2012 to 230,000, resulting in more than U.S.$10 
billion losses.31

In Iraq, the previous militia problem of the early-
2000s has been reduced, but it is still not entirely re-
solved. There are still a dozen militia groups in addi-
tion to three jihadi terrorist organizations. In contrast 
to these, the militias pursue a more political objective 
related to the future of Iraq, and employ territorial 
rather than asymmetric methods. In this, they chal-
lenge the state’s security forces directly as they often 
pose as an alternative.

There are at least six Sunni militias, whose size and 
motivations have somewhat fluctuated over time (not 
including the three Jihadi organizations Al-Qaeda in 
Iraq, Ansar al-Islam and Ansar al-Sunna Sharia). The 
Sons of Iraq (also known as the Awakening Council, 
or Sahwa) have been coopted by the Iraqi government 
in the fight against al-Qaeda. They clashed again in 
2013 in Anbar, along with other Sunni militias such 
as the Army of the Men of the Naqshbandi Order, the 
1920 Revolution Brigade, the Islamic Army in Iraq, 
Hamas in Iraq, and the Mujahedeen Army.

On the Shiite end of the Iraqi spectrum, there are 
about the same number of groups showing the same 
degree of fluctuation. The Mahdi Army for instance, 
an armed group led by Muqtada al-Sadr, was formally 
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disbanded in 2008—only to be replaced by the Prom-
ised Day Brigades, whose size is estimated to be to-
day at 5,000. Its one-time ally, the Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq 
(League of the Righteous), was created following a 
split with the Mahdi Army in 2006, and is believed 
to count about 2,000-3,000 men. The Kataib Hezbol-
lah (not to be confused with the Lebanese Hezbollah) 
is a 400-man group and, like the others, enjoys con-
siderable Iranian support. The Sheibani network, also 
known as the Kataib Sayyid al-Shuhada, counts about 
200 men and is particularly experienced in smuggling. 
Most of the Badr Organization, related to the party Is-
lamic Supreme Council of Iraq, has integrated into the 
Iraqi military, but remnants of it continue to be active 
outside the legal framework. All of these groups are 
rumored to be currently actively involved in the civil 
war in Syria on the side of the government.32 

The same is true for the Lebanese Hezbollah; 
originally born in the context of the Israeli invasion 
of Lebanon in the early-1980s, it was exempted from 
the post-civil war demobilization of militias and con-
tinued as Lebanese resistance. It continued to launch 
attacks against Israel, resulting in a full-scale war in 
2006. Central governments are equally challenged 
in Yemen and, of course Syria, where paramilitary 
groups are seeking to topple the central government.

The disarmament, demobilization and reintegra-
tion (DDR) of these groups is more often than not part 
of a broader political problem rather than merely a 
technical process. In Lebanon, the disarmament of He-
zbollah requires a broad societal consensus currently 
not in place; in Iraq, the multitude of militias reflects 
the inadequacy of the Iraqi state institutions as well 
as the discontent many Sunnis feel towards the post-
Saddam Hussein system; in Libya, the central gov-
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ernment is lacking the sheer capacity or legitimacy to 
disarm. Solving this issue therefore always requires a 
broad and holistic approach; political solutions hence 
have to precede the DDR process.

Lack of an Institutional Perception  
of the Need to Reform.

One of the main problems in Arab security sec-
tor reform is that the institutions themselves do not 
perceive the need for change. Resistance from within 
the bodies concerned makes reform attempts not only 
more difficult, it can derail the process altogether. Un-
derstanding the reasons for this resistance is impor-
tant, as it provides the basis for strategies to counter it.

One reason for opposition to change is the fact that 
the delivery of security services in the countries con-
cerned is satisfactory—or at least, used to be. Before 
the Arab Spring, homicide rates in Egypt were only 
a fifth of America’s, and a 20th of Brazil’s. The ratio-
nale for change is not always evident if the delivery of  
services seems adequate.

While this has changed since 2011—in Egypt, ho-
micide rates have tripled from 774 in 2010 to 2,144 
in 201233—Arab citizens are, across the board, satis-
fied with the security services they receive from their 
states, see Figure 1. According to a survey conducted 
in 12 Arab countries,34 67 percent of respondents were 
satisfied or somewhat satisfied with security in their 
home countries, with a great variety across countries. 
Overwhelming satisfaction—90 percent—was report-
ed in states such as Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Mauri-
tania; 60-75 percent satisfaction was recorded in Su-
dan, Lebanon, Egypt, Tunisia, and Palestine. Overall, 
numbers were less positive in states with regular po-



23

litical unrest; Iraqis for instance were overwhelmingly 
dissatisfied—57 percent—with their level of security. 

Source: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, available from 
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/data-and-analysis/homicide.html.

Figure 1. Intentional Homicide, 
Rate per 100,000 Population (1995-2011).

The institutions themselves fare surprisingly well; 
77 percent of Arab citizens were confident or some-
what confident in their countries’ armed forces—the 
highest level of trust any institution could gather. 
The police forces are deemed trustworthy or some-
what trustworthy according to 55 percent of respon-
dents—in comparison, 47 percent are confident in 
government, 36 percent declare to have trust in their 
country’s legislative body, and 23 percent in political 
parties.35 Although it is true that the Arab Spring has 

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Algeria 0.6 0.9 0.8 1.0 0.8 0.7 0.8

Bahrain 0.6 0.9 0.4 0.6 1.1 0.9 0.5

Egypt 0.7 0.7 0.9 1.2 1.1 2.3 3.3

Morocco 1.5 1.6 1.7 1.4 1.4 1.4 n.a.

Lebanon 3.8 2.1 2.6 6.0 1.9 2.2 n.a.

Jordan 1.3 1.8 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Tunisia n.a. n.a. n.a. 1.1 n.a. n.a. n.a.

Kuwait 2.9 1.8 3.1 2.2 2.2 n.a. n.a.

Qatar 0.7 0.2 2.5 0.9 n.a. n.a. n.a.

Saudi Arabia 1.2 1.0 1.0 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Yemen 4.6 4.2 4.1 3.9 4.2 n.a. n.a.

United States 5.6 5.8 5.7 5.4 5.0 4.7 4.7

Brazil 22.0 21.0 20.4 22.8 21.7 22.4 21.8
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challenged, in particular, the internal security forces, 
even at the height of anti-police sentiment in Egypt, 
39 percent of respondents deemed the police forces 
to be very good or somewhat good.36 The virtual self-
destruction of the police forces in Egypt, for instance, 
has reminded the population of the importance of 
the police. The involvement of the security actors in 
question when attempting reform remains therefore 
crucial; in Egypt’s new constitution, perhaps the most 
important novelty is that the police are now explicitly 
loyal to the people (Articles 206 and 207), echoing the 
military’s mission. The document created a new insti-
tution, the Supreme Police Council, which is required 
to be consulted on any law which would affect the po-
lice. In practice, this means that police reform will al-
ways have to be conducted in close coordination with 
an element of the police itself.

In particular, the concept of accountability faces a 
lot of resistance. Following the indictment of Tunisia’s 
chief of the intervention forces who was accused of 
having opened fire on protesters, the interior minis-
ter attempted to dismiss him. In response, thousands 
of police officers withdrew from their posts in strike, 
saying “we will not be the scapegoats for the families 
of the victims.” The protesters succeeded in overturn-
ing the chief’s dismissal, and he eventually was found 
not guilty. This is a trend which echoes through al-
most all Arab countries; police, and military officers 
generally are tried by military courts, not civilian 
ones, and are therefore removed from civilian mea-
sures of discipline. This does not necessarily imply 
that police officers on trial will automatically walk 
free—In Egypt, for example, First Lieutenant Mah-
moud Sohby el-Shinnawy was convicted for 3 years 
for firing cartouche rounds at protesters in November 
2011, while Mahmoud Salah Mahmoud and Awad So-
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liman, two police officers charged with the death of 
protester Khaled Said in 2010, were handed 10-year 
prison sentences—this is more often than not the case. 
On the other hand, none of the nine officers indicted 
in 2012 following riots at a soccer stadium that cost the 
lives of at least 74 people were sentenced.37 Six officers 
charged in the context of the death of 83 protesters in 
Alexandria in 2011 were also acquitted.38

This culture of impunity does not help to institu-
tionalize an atmosphere of reform, in which account-
ability plays a major role. In return, the aftermath of 
2011 created the reverse situation in which security 
agents were considered guilty by association. In Tuni-
sia, Libya, and Egypt, police stations were ransacked 
as symbols of the former regime; reform attempts in 
an environment which antagonized large parts of the 
existing security structure were met with resistance.

The key to overcoming institutional opposition 
to change can be approached with different strate-
gies. Involving the security sector will lead not only 
to cooperation but also to a sense of ownership which 
is crucial to SSR success. Appealing to professional 
ethics and identity is equally bound to be more suc-
cessful than patronizing civilian attitudes. Ultimately, 
SSR against the wishes of the sector in question will 
always result in mitigated success, if not to say failure.

Conclusion.

Arab security sectors, for better or for worse, re-
main one of the pillars of Arab states. Without security, 
no economic development is possible in either Libya 
or Egypt—economic conditions led to the 2011 events 
in the first place. Western governments so far have re-
frained from extensive SSR in the Arab world, prefer-
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ring security sector assistance or occasional training. 
What 2011 has shown, however, is that reforms are 
not only beneficial, but at this stage mandatory. Since 
civilian actors are themselves challenged by ongoing 
transitions, the main agents in this reform will have 
to be the institutions themselves. Understanding their 
concerns and needs will certainly foster their coopera-
tion—and, in any case, reform is crucial to deliver the 
efficient and legally bound security sector citizens and 
international supporters alike are striving for.
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